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Executive Overview
This article describes how managers and executives can use Appreciative Inquiry (AI)
to promote democratic organizing to involve multiple stakeholders and generate strategic
policy. Planned, temporary spaces where democratic organizing can occur may benefit
and enhance the change capacity of command and control cultures without replacing or
discounting basic organizing structures. We describe democratic organizing in the context
of the Appreciative Inquiry Summit, a large-system change initiative that uses dialogic
democratic processes to inspire positive change. A case study of ongoing AI Summits
within the United States Navy offers an example democratic organizing in a command
and control environment. We suggest that within a temporarily organized space like the
AI Summit, normative consciousness, holistic coUegiality, and communal conviction are
key principles of democratic organizing. These design principles not only foster
organizational democracy, but they also promote effective and collaborative relationships
across organizational levels and functional boundaries well after the intervention has
ended.
Employee involvement in organizations has
steadily increased during the past few decades. A
number of practices allow employees to have more
voice in decisions that directly affect their imme-
diate jobs. A central idea in this participative trend
is that increased involvement empowers organiza-
tion members to have more voice and interest in
their daily work, leading to greater job satisfaction
and increased productivity. Participative practices
come in various forms, including quality-of-life
programs, total quality management, open-book
management, employee stock option programs
(ESOPs), a strong emphasis on teamwork, and the
flattening of hierarchies to push local decision-
making to the front line.' Such practices tend to
democratize the workplace by creating in partici-
pants a greater sense of contribution to and re-
sponsibility for the welfare of the whole organiza-
tion, thereby positively affecting productivity and
increasing organization effectiveness.^
There is no question that we are in the partici-
pative era of management and leadership. Yet at
the strategic level, we seem equally rooted in the
hierarchal mode of decision-making and action
taking. At best, small groups or teams of senior
managers strive for consensus in order to deliver
recommendations to the CEO or other positional
leaders atop the traditional pyramidal structure.
Our aim in this article is to demonstrate for man-
agers and executives how they can push beyond
the boundary of these traditional practices of stra-
tegic participation toward deliberative and dia-
logic democratic practices. By involving more of
the organizational participants in strategic ac-
tions, democratic participation can enhance em-
ployee focus and organizational well-being, accel-
erate innovation, and encourage widespread
commitment to positive change. An alternative ap-
proach to participation and democracy is the large
group Summit, whereby organization members ex-
perience the whole of an organizational system. In
such settings, they begin to see strategically, and
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by tapping into this collective strategic vision, or-
ganizations are enabled through and empowered
by their employees to grow and change.
This article provides managers and executives
with an illustration of a whole system change pro-
cess that specifically engages multiple stake-
holder groups in creating policies and programs
that directly affect an organization's strategy and
cooperative capacity. To illustrate this process of
democratic organizing, we provide a case study of
the Appreciative Inquiry (AI) Summit, a large-
system change intervention that uses deliberate
and dialogic democratic processes to ignite rapid
organizational change. Next, we offer processes to
promote the development of stronger, highly in-
terconnected, and information-rich organizations,
coupled with examples and key questions for im-
plementation.
Beyond Traditional Participation
The term democracy originated in the Greek de-
mokiatia from demos, meaning the people, and
kiatia, referring to power or rule, together denoting
a particular form of governance.^ In the political
sense, democracies are forms of government con-
trolled by the majority voice of a nation's members.
Democracy implies that people participate in pro-
cesses of organizing and governance to promote
the actions of both individuals and groups. Dia-
logic democracy refers to democracy that uses in-
quiry and dialogue as primary processes to pro-
mote participation and engage all levels of the
organization. Thus, the heart of organizational de-
mocracy is this: through dialogue and inquiry, or-
ganization members play a role in defining out-
comes for their firms.
While ESOPs provide an indirect means for em-
ployees to influence the strategic direction and
outcomes, we emphasize the potential which dem-
ocratic organizing has to more fully engage em-
ployees in strategic design and implementation.
Thus, the task is to identify realistic and demo-
cratic approaches where people connect in real
time to construct relationships that advance organ-
izational purpose. Such initiatives imply a respect
for the freedom of organization members to partic-
ipate and to join with others on specific project
ventures.* In principle, such an approach not only
allows organization members to participate and
experience satisfaction, but also to guide an or-
ganization's destiny.
To gain traction, democratic efforts should gen-
erate relevant organization impact. Melman ar-
gues for the necessity of replacing the managerial
hierarchy with workplace democracy because it
increases productivity.^ In his view, decentralized,
democratic decision-making processes create a
healthier social environment, empower workers to
learn and take responsibility for solutions, and
eliminate inefficiencies through increased flows of
information.
At the level of small groups or teams, a growing
body of research links dialogic participation
(voice) and team outcomes. This thread of research
generally demonstrates that when employees
have voice in designing and monitoring their
tasks, they feel more ownership of and commit-
ment toward outcomes.^ Another noteworthy theme
is the relationship between strategic decision-
making and perceptions of procedural justice
among vested stakeholders. Procedural justice re-
fers to the degree to which decision processes are
judged to be fair. One study of the strategy forma-
tion process found that a sense of procedural jus-
tice depended upon factors such as the extent of
bilateral communication about strategic decision-
making, the degree to which decision-making pro-
cedures were applied consistently across units,
and the degree to which subsidiary unit members
felt that they received a full accounting of final
decisions. When people experienced strategic
decision-making processes as being fair, they ex-
perienced higher degrees of trust and enhanced
organizational commitment, and they invested
greater voluntary cooperation while enjoying
stronger outcome satisfaction.^
Dialogic participation has created a positive ef-
fect in a General Electric aircraft engine plant in
Durham, North Carolina.^ This facility, which is
responsible for building Boeing 777 jet engines,
has very little hierarchy and only one plant man-
ager for 170 employees. Decisions usually reserved
for management are made by nine working teams.
These teams consider many issues: the allocation
of task responsibilities; the balance of training,
vacations, and overtime against workflow; how to
make the manufacturing process more efficient;
and how to handle errant workers. Employees
have choice and variety in their jobs, and there is
no time clock.
Dialogic processes are core to the plant's suc-
cess. Employees receive training on group dynam-
ics, including the handling of disagreements. Indi-
viduals are selected to serve on work councils that
cut across team lines and address such topics as
HR issues, supplier problems, and computer sys-
tems. Teams operate according to consensus and
decide difficult strategic issues, including how to
organize a production line, whether or not to hire a
new member, and how to assess a person's skills
for promotion. Teams meet daily at a time that
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allows for an overlap between two shifts to discuss
the day's progress, problems, and other issues
such as conflict, morale, overtime, hiring, or tech-
nical snags.
Can we take these lessons and best practices
beyond the scope of teams or small group deliber-
ations? We see and read of leaders who lament
that their organizations are not responding to their
environments with the necessary speed, that more
employees need to be innovative and willing to
take risks, that more employees should feel ac-
countable for results, and that more members need
to embrace change as a good thing. When consid-
ering democratic alternatives to the development
of system-level strategic planning and change, the
logical extension of the wide practice of participa-
tive decision-making at lower levels meets definite
resistance and skepticism. The response is that
consensus takes too long, that large groups are
unruly, and that such sessions seldom result in
action. However, we are seeing slow but steady
change in the landscape in terms of large-group
interventions that emphasize adding all stake-
holder voices to decisions that influence strategic-
level issues. General Electric's Work-Out process
and numerous adaptations by other Fortune 100
firms are perhaps the best contemporary examples
of temporary, democratic organizing that fosters
broader cooperation, idea generation, and action
planning for rapid change.^
Some organizations already use forms of dia-
logic democracy, including specific discourse
practices to involve multiple stakeholder groups.i°
For example, stakeholder boards, similar to boards
of directors, enable both internal and external
stakeholders to interact across multiple levels
within the organization." Internal boards have au-
tonomy and authority for decision-making, plan-
ning, integration across functional boundaries,
quality of work, and performance evaluation of
board managers. In stakeholder boards, which rep-
resent a more "democratic hierarchy" within or-
ganizations, ultimate authority is absent, people
participate directly through representation, and
the members, individually and collectively, make
and implement decisions.^^ The use of such boards
encourages participation by multiple stakeholder
groups and provides opportunities to engage in
strategic-level discourse.
Isaacs also highlights the role of dialogue in
democratic organizing with stakeholder constitu-
encies. In the case of a steel mill, union and man-
agement relations prompted the use of dialogue as
a practice to implement participative total quality
improvement. Through a process whereby organi-
zation members from both management and the
union suspended assumptions and certainties, the
dialogue enabled a space wherein organization
members genuinely listened to each other. The
practice of "talking together and thinking about
their business . .. evoked a sense of mutually see-
ing one another's opinions as valid and as part of
a single system."^^ In this case, the deliberative
public dialogue process encouraged open and free
participation among opposing internal stakehold-
ers and across organization levels, from the CEO to
the front-line union employees.
These examples of dialogic practice emphasize
the conditions under which democratic organizing
holds strong potential for achieving large-scale
organization transformation. Convening multi-
stakeholder groups through public dialogue on
strategic issues and opportunities is worthy of fur-
ther exploration. To date, however, these interven-
tions, when attempted, generally encourage and
support the voices of all participants up to the
point of recommending action. People in organiza-
tions share information, debate possible solutions,
and reach consensus on proposals, but then a se-
nior sponsor or other organizational leader decides
which proposals to legitimize and which to set
aside. It is at this junction of decision-making
where the opportunity exists for exploring methods
that more fully engage all organization stakehold-
ers in taking ownership for the system's purpose,
strategy, and development, without losing control
of it. We suggest that, indeed, it is possible and
worthwhile to bring everyone into the inner circle
of strategy.
Toward Whole-System Democratic Organizing:
The Al Summit
Appreciative Inquiry is an approach to change
that takes seriously the idea that public inquiry
transforms organizational systems in the direc-
tion of the questions that organizations ask.
Broadly defined, Al is the systematic discovery of
positive, enriching, and sustainable practices in
organizations. Through discovery, organization
members learn "the art and practice of asking
questions that strengthen a system's capacity to
apprehend, anticipate, and heighten positive po-
tential" among employees and in the organiza-
tional system.1^ Al appreciates, values, and rec-
ognizes the best in people and organizations by
affirming strengths, successes, and potential. It
does not ignore challenges and concerns en-
demic to organizations, but rather embraces a
fuller range of experiences and organization re-
alities, both positive and negative, to explore
what gives life to a system. It also involves ex-
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ploration and discovery through inquiry, a coop-
erative search for the best in people, organiza-
tions, and larger integrated systems.^^ Modeled
as four phases (the 4-D model)—discovery, dream,
design, and destiny—AI facilitates change and de-
velops new organizational structures and prac-
tices (see Figure 1).
The AI Summit, typically a three- to four-day work-
ing meeting, incorporates Appreciative Inquiry in a
whole system context.^^ This contrasts with small
group strategy formulation based on agreement and
collaboration among select groups of board mem-
bers, executives, or senior managers.'^ Unlike
change interventions that emphasize a deficiency-
oriented lens, in the AI Summit, participants uncover
positive organizational histories. And, consistent
with the underlying assumption that change occurs
through inquiry, these discoveries of core strengths
begin to initiate large-scale change initiatives. ^ ^ An
AI Summit is designed according to the 4-D model,
each day representing one part of the AI process.'^ It
emphasizes consensus, the building of cooperative
teams, and collective participation across organiza-
tion levels.2o
Our work with AI Summits in a variety of sys-
tems such as the United States Navy, Roadway
Express Inc., Verizon Communications (GTE), and
the Cleveland Public Schools has provided key
insights into the processes of deliberate, demo-
cratic organizing amid fundamentally hierarchal,
command-and-control based systems. We have
witnessed the power of AI in organizations that use
principles of dialogic democracy to initiate large-
scale change.
A key characteristic of the AI Summit is its dem-
ocratic and participative design from beginning to
end. A typical Summit hosts between two and
three hundred individuals, but Summits have
ranged up to one thousand participants. This
large-group design seeks to include voices from all
stakeholder groups so that there is full represen-
tation from organization members across hierar-
chical and functional levels, as well as external
stakeholders. In democratic fashion, representa-
tive voices from these groups come together to
inquire about and discover core success factors in
their organization. Then participants generate stra-
tegic opportunities and voluntarily self-organize to
work on specific projects or initiatives to transform
the system toward a shared, ideal state. Action
teams develop strategic plans with actionable,
time-bound goals that they commit to achieve after
the Summit. All this is done in a public forum
where everyone at once sees and hears the think-
ing, debating, imagining, and acting of the whole
system in the room.
Case Illustration: The United States Navy's
Information Professional Community
The U.S. Navy is one of the largest organizations
in the United States, employing approximately
385,000 people, including both military and civilian























Four Phases of Appreciative Inquiry
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combat-ready Naval forces capable of winning wars,
deterring aggression, and maintaining freedom of
the seas.21 Its international scope is extensive; the
U.S. Navy has operations in Europe, East Asia, the
Pacific, and the former Soviet Union, with the major-
ity stationed in the United States. The U.S. Navy's
operations range from day-to-day services for mili-
tary families, to intelligence gathering, to war and
peacetime activities. In 2001, the U.S. Navy launched
a Leadership Summit using the Appreciative In-
quiry approach. The case material presented here
originated from subsequent AI Summits in the Na-
vy's Information Professional Community.
The Information Professional (IP) Community
was officially organized as a Naval warfare com-
munity in October 2001. It was created from the
former Fleet Support Community, whose primary
function was to serve on land to support ships at
sea. The new IP Community's primary role is to
develop the U.S. Navy's capacity for using its in-
formation network as an integral, systematic, stra-
tegic war-fighting capability and advantage. This
new role posed a serious challenge for several
reasons. First, members of the new community had
never experienced a strong sense of identity with
other information professionals. Moreover, many of
its members had struggled to find their place in the
Navy at all.
Traditionally, the former Fleet Support officers
were seen as supporting the real v^aiiiois de-
ployed at sea. Fleet Support Officers who had IT
specialization seldom ever went to sea, a fact that
had serious implications. In the Navy, going to sea
is how one gains increased status and prestige
and is a crucial determinant for career promotion.
Members of this community consistently received
subtle messages from their counterparts that they
were not quite as good as others in the Navy. In
sum, to achieve its mandate, the IP Community
needed to overcome these issues of identity while
developing stronger bonds with each other.
The creation of the new IP Community coincided
with the Navy's strategic shift to emphasizing Net-
work Centric Warfare. Information technology was
quickly becoming a crucial competence. One sig-
nal that this community would be given new legit-
imacy was the assignment of a three-star Vice
Admiral as community sponsor. As their advocate,
this admiral specifically sought ways to help the IP
Community develop a shared sense of purpose
and identity. One community member had learned
about Appreciative Inquiry at the Naval Postgrad-
uate School (NPS) in Monterey, California. After
learning more, it was decided to use an AI Summit
as the community's vehicle for forging an identity,
generating a sense of mission, and creating a
strategy for moving into the future.
Observations of the First (2002) Summit
The first Summit, held in September 2002, marked
an important milestone in the development of the
IP Community. Before the event, a steering com-
mittee met and framed a strategic topic for com-
munity exploration entitled "The Information
Power Advantage: Forge information dominance.
Lead the evolution of the warfighter, and Open
portals for innovation."22 About 170 of the 365 IP
Community officers and 80 members of other naval
Communities, including flag officers, attended.
The inclusion of these external voices was a cru-
cial decision. If the IP Community was going to
enhance a sense of identity and legitimacy, it
would need the support of the other warfare com-
munities. For example, in order for the number of
IP sea assignments to increase, other communities
would have to sacrifice assignments.
The overall design for the Summit included a
typical set of activities conducted over three and a
half days.23 During Discovery, they engaged in ap-
preciative interviews, stakeholder discussions
about moments of pride, and the creation of pen-
nants to identify and visually represent the com-
munity's Positive Core.2* In the Dieam phase, they
explored creative presentations and then used an
Opportunity Map, with over 65 original ideas, to
make the transition to the Design phase.^s During
the final two days. Summit members self-selected
into one of thirteen teams, each including repre-
sentatives from across functional and organization
levels. They self-organized by focusing on three-
year aspiration statements, by designating senior
and junior facilitator pairs, and by developing spe-
cific action plans on particular strategic topics for
continued work after the Summit.
Overall, we observed several interesting dy-
namics during this Summit. First, most of the
members of the community were initially very
curious, even somewhat anxious, about their
participation. This anxiety extended even to the
community sponsor, who later reported that he
had not slept well on the night before the Sum-
mit. For him this event was seen as a huge risk in
a highly bureaucratic system. (Interestingly,
however, by the end of the Summit and for many
months thereafter, he reported, "That was my
best week in the Navy."^^ We heard echoes of his
sentiment from many others as well.)
Second, community members engaged in self-
organizing outside of the Summit structure. Com-
ing from deployments across the globe, IP offic-
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ers forged new relationships, often meeting one
another for the first time. They also took advan-
tage of this opportunity to establish or enhance
sub-organizations. Several officer groups held
separate meetings, often informally, to discuss
their perspectives on community efforts and the
community direction. At one point, almost all of
the Summit participants spontaneously held a
town hall meeting, where they discussed ideas
for organizing or other issues of concern to com-
munity members.
Finally, much of the inquiry throughout the pro-
cess focused on identity issues: Who are we? How
do we fit in with the rest of the Navy? What is our
strategic importance to the Navy? Are we really
war fighters, and do we want to be? How will we
get recognition? The Summit provided a venue for
them to discover things about themselves that they
often found surprising. They discovered a capacity
for leadership and mentorship. Participants heard
success stories of IP officers at sea; they created
portrayals of a future where others in the Navy
respected them. Many remarked that they had
heard numerous stories and comments from their
leaders and others about their vital importance to
the Navy and its mission. Many participants left
the Summit feeling energized about the possibili-
ties and work that lay ahead. As one person stated,
"I actually like being part of the Navy, today, right
now! I'm really excited." '^^
Post-Summit Results
Several successful changes were noted in the IP
Community after the first Summit.^ ^ By December
2002, most of the groups had achieved at least a
few of their initial objectives. By February 2003, the
number of sea assignments had increased from
around 40 to 130, an increase of over 200 per cent.
Many fleet commanders began specifically re-
questing IP officers, and it was clear that the in-
clusion of the other Naval communities in the Sum-
mit dialogue was having the desired impact. The
community manager, inspired by the high level of
participation and involvement in the evolution of
the IP Community, organized an Executive Steer-
ing Group (ESG), composed of 12 to 14 individuals
representing a cross-section of community officers,
which began meeting via phone conference every
six weeks. At each meeting, the teams submitted
progress reports to this group, and the ESG be-
came the clearinghouse for action items and mile-
stones. This leadership group created an ongoing
venue for energizing the Summit groups.^s These
benefits provided a substantive rationale for hold-
ing a second Summit during July 2003.
As with any change initiative, some chal-
lenges to the process of implementation were
also observed. Most notably, the large geo-
graphic dispersal of community members across
every time zone around the globe made meetings
difficult and forced team participants to rely on
virtual technology for much of their interaction.
Those with technological limitations or other de-
ployment responsibilities were often hindered in
their ability to engage actively in post-Summit
projects. These and other challenges led to some
attrition in team membership, but even those
who were unable to continue active participation
generally expressed support for the process and
the success of others.
In addressing challenges, the community ac-
quired experience and a deeper understanding of
how to increase the probability of success in their
post-Summit action plans. Each team included
membership from all ranks, junior to senior. Senior
officers, often acting on their own initiative with-
out specific request from the community sponsor,
helped their teams by providing additional re-
sources, interacting with other leaders across the
Navy, or otherwise acting to facilitate team suc-
cess. In addition, teams with clear, simply articu-
lated tasks were most likely to achieve their objec-
tives. In a virtual environment, the teams who
scheduled and kept regular meetings were able to
prevent or surmount unexpected obstacles more
quickly. Overall, this pattern of community re-
sponse was yet another indicator of the Summit's
impact in building long-term commitment and sol-
idarity.
Planning for the 2003 Summit
As the cross-level leadership group began plan-
ning the second Summit, we noted that they
seemed to be much more engaged than in the
previous year. It appeared that the first Summit
experience created a deepened understanding of
possibilities in a Summit. They took greater own-
ership over the planning process. They also took
steps to ensure that the community's learning from
the previous months was incorporated into the
Summit's structure. For example, they specifically
requested to extend the Summit to four full days of
work, to give them more time to work on action
steps and to make room in the schedule for profes-
sional development workshops. In addition, they
requested the formal sponsorship of a town hall
meeting, much as they did informally during the
first Summit, to discuss core issues of community
identity. They also proposed to present detailed
progress reports from the first Summit's teams.
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particularly around the career and community de-
velopment issues. Finally, they created a strategic
topic of inquiry that linked IP action to the larger
Navy mission: "FORCEnet: Shaping information
warriors, exploiting operational and technical ex-
pertise, leading the FORCE in FORCEnet.. . take a
fix . . . refine the course . . . win the war."3o
Having a Summit on the horizon gave the re-
maining action teams a deadline for completing
their most important tasks, particularly because
they wanted to present significant tangible results.
By the start of the Summit, for example, the career
development team completed all of the prelimi-
nary work to identify and define a career and qual-
ification path for IP Community members. This
would prove to be an extremely significant accom-
plishment, as it provided members with a funda-
mental sense of where they fit in the Community
and with the larger Navy structure.
OJbservafions of the Second (2003) Summit
The second Summit was held at the Naval Post-
graduate School nearly 10 months after the first
Summit. This meeting attracted 170 of the now 410
IP Community officers and about 100 external
stakeholders, including 15 executive-level repre-
sentatives from companies like Apple, IBM, and
Cisco Systems. The design for this Summit in-
cluded a few innovations. In addition to apprecia-
tive interviews during Discovery, they integrated
brief reports from the first Summit's teams with
respect to career, marketing, and information dom-
inance. During the town hall meeting, the team
leaders received feedback on their plan for career
qualifications and development. The Summit
opened with videotaped interviews from various
stakeholders throughout the fleet testifying to the
positive impact that IP officers had made in their
commands over the last year. Throughout the day,
IP officer success stories from the last year perme-
ated the room. By the end of the first phase, many
expressed a clear sense of accomplishment, some-
times with surprise, and they appeared intrigued by
the possibilities of future work. In contrast to the first
Summit where we saw anxiety, in the second Sum-
mit we witnessed a sense of confidence in identity
and more boldness in imagining action possibilities.
On the second day, the Dreaming phase, the
sponsoring Vice Admiral arranged for a video tele-
conference with one of the four-star fleet com-
manders. Members of the community asked spe-
cific questions about his perspective on the
potential of their community, which again rein-
forced the message of community purpose. When
the Opportunity Map was created with more than
70 original action ideas, we immediately noticed a
huge difference in the clusters between the first
and second Summits. The 2002 map strongly clus-
tered around issues of career and community iden-
tity. In contrast, the 2003 map balanced a variety of
issues, including relations with the fleets, opera-
tional arms of the Navy, and specific contributions
to the Navy Strategic Plan.
To start the Design phase the next morning, the
community sponsor proposed fourteen action
groups, based on the 70 action ideas and input
from the participants. Like the first Summit, partic-
ipants self-selected into one of the proposed
teams. Next, the newly created groups drafted as-
piration statements and action plans. On the final
day. Destiny, as the teams presented their plans,
we noticed that their action steps appeared to be
much more precise, bounded, and attainable than
in the previous Summit. We also observed an in-
creased intensity in the sense of collective excite-
ment. At the end of the Summit, people seemed
genuinely engaged with the process. At least two
external stakeholders stated that they had never
been in a meeting with such a heightened sense of
energy and creativity.
Fostering and Tracking Post-Summit Success
Assessing the success of the AI Summit approach
is more than measuring the attitudinal responses
of participants to the meeting or identifying uni-
versal metrics to ascertain the Summit's effective-
ness. Instead, success rests on both fostering en-
ergy for engagement after participants return to
their day-to-day jobs and tracking the progress on
Summit teams' goals and action steps.
Managers can view and sustain the long-term
success of any Summit in several ways. First, lead-
ers can hold Summit teams to account for achiev-
ing their short- and long-term goals. It is at the
team level that the real post-Summit work occurs.
Because action items emerge in collaborative,
mixed-group discussions, team goals broadly re-
flect current organization processes and needs,
even though the specific goals may greatly vary.
Some teams outline projects to conduct research or
gather information to generate recommendations
about specific issues; other teams might work on
the implementation of decisions that were ac-
cepted during the Summit.
Another method to gauge success is through reg-
ular and periodic follow-up. Because the time ho-
rizon for goal achievement usually ranges from
three months to one year or longer, it is helpful to
arrange for periodic reporting over time. This can
be done in the first few weeks following a Summit
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or after three months, six months, one year, or even
several years as projects come to fruition with
small and big wins. The most important measures
of success are the number and quality of tasks
each team completes, even as they adjust to meet
post-Summit contingencies, and, specifically, meet-
ing at regular intervals.
Related to the previous method, executives can
take a number of steps to help teams design their
work for success. Most importantly, team members
should plan to engage regularly to keep each other
on track. This is particularly important in a virtual
environment, such as the Navy's IP Community. A
regular, pre-planned opportunity for connecting
can infuse life into the processes of task implemen-
tation. Larger scale, periodic re-engagements may
also be desirable, perhaps as a way to take stock
at an organization level. For example, between its
two Summits, the IP Community held interim meet-
ings with representatives of each team. During
these encounters, the teams were able to reorient
themselves and their tasks to emerging situations.
Next, we suggest the creation of a cross-
sectional, representative governing body to act as
a steering group in post-Summit work, as in the
Navy's IP Community. This may have been a par-
ticular need within their strongly hierarchical cul-
ture where teams found it difficult to move forward
in their decisions unless they felt that there was
buy-in from the top. Though they appreciated the
democratic dynamic within the community, they
still needed to find and experience a sense of le-
gitimacy within the existing bureaucracy.
Finally, where the intention of a Summit is to
create a sustained democratic dynamic, multiple
Summits are often required to institutionalize
multi-stakeholder cooperation and maintain mo-
mentum for change. At the second IP Community
Summit, the participants were far more engaged
than they were at the first Summit. We believe that
this was in part due to the learning effect that
occurred during the 10-month interim. Other or-
ganizations have also experimented with multiple
Summits in an effort to sustain a momentum for
change. For example. Roadway Express has held
over 20 Summits during the past four years as part
of a total culture change effort.
The Appreciative Inquiry Summit As Democratic
Organizing
An Appreciative Inquiry Summit creates a space in
which the structure of typical organization hierar-
chy and command and control decision-making
are temporarily suspended. Within this space, a
type of liminal space, organization members de-
velop more personal, enduring relationships
based on the mutual discovery of aspirations
across organizational boundaries, functions, and
levels.3i This stimulates concern for, interest in,
and volunteerism toward community ends. In par-
ticular, as illustrated in Table 1, three features of
the Summit process contribute to the powerful na-
ture and value of dialogic, democratic organizing:
raising normative consciousness, inviting holistic
collegiality, and arousing communal conviction.
Normative Consciousness
Normative consciousness is a practical awareness
of oneself in relation to others that enables people
to engage in conversations about common issues.
The more this awareness is enhanced, the more
people are collectively capable of discerning and
sharing relevant knowledge to resolve shared
questions regarding what is possible or ought to
be within an organization. Participants gain nor-
mative consciousness when they come to see them-
selves as operating within a community of compe-
tent colleagues who are all valued contributors.
During the Navy Summits, normative conscious-
ness emerged in several ways. For example, uni-
forms, titles, and rank—all traditional symbols of
authority, hierarchy, and status—were left behind.
The wearing of civilian clothing represented a
temporary suspension of hierarchical status,
which created an anti-structural space.^2 This mo-
mentary removal of the typical symbols and labels
which usually differentiated members allowed
participants to interact in atypical conversations.
Almost immediately, enlisted and junior officers
were placed on the same level as senior officers in
a conversation. As a result, community members
became aware of resources and characteristics of
people within the community system that were
usually unstated or taken for granted.
The physical layout was also specifically de-
signed to encourage the sharing of cross-level and
cross-disciplinary perspectives. Participants were
assigned to sit at round tables with eight to ten
other stakeholder representatives of different rank,
gender, years of experience, or functional areas,
giving them direct contact with a wide range of
wisdom, expertise, and diversity. AI's affirming
dynamic capitalized on this diversity to foster con-
versations that built upon common themes and
connected ideas. Having multiple stakeholders
present and interacting as equals allowed partic-
ipants to offer their voices and to hear others in a
new way. As participants eased into this space of
non-hierarchical structure, they began to share
and learn about what was important to the whole
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Table 1
Design Objectives and Outcomes of Deliberative Democracy Practice in the U.S. Navy Informational
Professional Community







Who should be invited into the
conversation? Who are the
stakeholders? Who is most likely
to contribute to norm-setting
conversation?
Establish cross-level conversations
that expand the awareness of
people operating within the
system.
Whole-System Inclusion: During pre-
Summit design meetings, identify all
constituencies that will be affected
by or could contribute to Summit
outcomes. Invite and include all
representative stakeholder groups.
Summit Space: Hold Summit in a
comfortable, idyllic location (need
enough space for the entire large
group of 200-300 participants).
Organize the physical space with
round tables seating 6 to 8 people.
Temporarily suspend or remove
artifacts of organizational hierarchy.
Marshal the system's resources to
expand and develop individual
and systemic competence. Give
each person an opportunity to
experience a sense of efficacy in
relation to others and the system
itself.
Invite participants to engage in
dialogic conversation. Ensure that
the topic for inquiry is salient to
all organization members.
Tap into as many actionable ideas
as possible from all the




Encourage participants to continue
their participation in post-Summit
work.
Provide an interaction large-group/
small-group feedback mechanism
to guide the development of
action plans.
Summit Topic: Design pre-Summit
steering meeting, a microcosm of the
Summit, to include broad
representation. Frame the Summit
topic using the same participatory
process that will be used during the
Summit.
Root Causes of Success: During the
Summit take time to analyze the
community for root causes of
success, from which the participants
generate statements that represent
the organization's "Positive Core."
Appreciative Questions and Interviews:
Each person describes substantive
issues related to self-identity,
passionate perspective, and
personal relevance regarding their
experiences in the organizational
system.
Opportunity Map: In the large-group
setting, capture and thematically
cluster participants' collective views
and action ideas in a large visual
mind-map. Pariicipants then register
votes as to relevance and action.
Self-Selected Teams: Participants self-
select a group for post-Summit work.
Each seli-govemed group creates a
bold aspiration statement.
Valued Voting: In the large group, the
whole community votes on progress
of each group's reports. Participants
give feedback on the relevance and
appropriateness of each group's
proposed actions.
Eighty-five percent of all IP Community officers
participated in at least one of two Summits: each
Summit included 170 IP Community officers: over 180
participants came from outside of the IP Community,
including 15 Information Technology executives from
civilian industry.
The first Summit was held at a waterfront location in a
Noriolk, Virginia hotel, while the second occurred on
the beautiful campus of the Naval Postgraduate
School in Monterey, California. All participants wore
civilian clothing at both Summits.
Participants paired up in unusual configurations to ask
each other carefully crafted questions about high
moments, best personal characteristics, and
aspirations. Admirals and other senior leaders
interviewed junior officers and vice versa. People
working in disparate parts of the Navy or industry
interviewed each other as well. Summaries of these
statements were used to seed subsequent
discussions.
Prior to each Summit, a group of 20 or more people
representing a diagonal cross-section of the IP
Community and other stakeholders met for two days
of discussion to frame a topic for inquiry. The team
received an introduction to Appreciative Inquiry, and
members interviewed each other to discover key
community themes. Summit topics were specifically
framed to be imaginative and organizationally
relevant.
Success factors were illustrated through the sharing of
stories: IP officers in action during the Iraqi war, IP
involvement in the development of a system to
track smallpox vaccinations. These stories also
demonstrated the relevance of the community to the
Navy at large.
Example questions focused on a high point of a
person's experience in the Navy, what others would
describe as a person's greatest attributes, examples
of the IP Community working at its best, and a
visioning of what the IP Community would be like in
ten years if it had fulfilled its greatest potential as
related to the topic of inquiry.
The Opportunity Map exercise generated about 70
original action ideas in each Summit. Based on
emergent themes, ideas for the creation of action
teams were proposed. After a large-group discussion
in which a few modifications to themes were added,
each member self-selected into self-organizing
action groups.
The Summits generated thirteen groups and fourteen
action groups respectively, each with an average of
about 15 pariicipants. Each team produced a bold
statement about its ideal achievements, as if they
had already been accomplished.
After every action group presentation, votes were
expressed using colored cards. Raising a green card
meant strong approval, a yellow card signified
moderate reservations, and a red card indicated
strong disapproval. Using this technique, a visual
inspection of hundreds of raised cards provided a
quick indication of the large group's sentiment.
Individuals raising red or yellow cards were
encouraged to give feedback directly to the action
team for incorporation into future work.
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system, not just to certain constituents or privi-
leged voices.
Several other symbols also contributed to a
sense of shared community and anti-structure that
allowed for the emergence of normative conscious-
ness. In place of a lectern for speeches, readily
accessible, roaming microphones allowed partici-
pants to speak to the large group from their own
tables. A professional graphic artist simulta-
neously captured and interpreted the proceedings
in a visual display. Interesting music from many
genres played during break periods. Finally, par-
ticipants created a number of new symbols
throughout the process. A special logo was used in
conjunction with each Summit, participants cre-
ated a series of pennants to represent the most
energizing characteristics and capabilities of their
community, the Opportunity Map captured the ac-
tionable ideas that emerged in each Summit, and a
special web-space was created to support post-
Summit activity. These symbols were more than
trimmings; they were intended to indicate a funda-
mental shift from normal ways of operating.
Holistic Collegiality
Cooperrider and Srivastva characterize the hall-
marks of holistic collegiality as the discovery and
sharing of knowledge and ideas in an environment
where people are aware of the deeply connected
interaction between the parts and the whole of a
system.33 Members sense that both their own inter-
ests and those of the organization are intimately
linked and that individual growth occurs because
of active association with a community that is
greater than the sum of its parts. The intent, as
described in Table 1, is to marshal the system's
resources to expand and develop both individual
and systemic collegiality by giving each person an
opportunity to experience a sense of efficacy in
relation to others and the organization.
During the Navy Summits, we observed this shift,
from concern with individual issues and agendas to
that of the total system, in at least two ways. First, an
extraordinary effort was expended to design a topic
for the Summit that would capture the imagination
and innovation of people across the whole system.
The cross-sectional steering committees met for two
days before each conference, where they experi-
enced an anticipatory microcosm of the Summit pro-
cess. For example, the AI Summit always begins
with an appreciative interview. Similarly, steering
committee members interacted in pairs to discover
strengths and specific experiences or stories related
to a possible Summit topic. Through this process, the
leaders in this micro-group unearthed the most rele-
vant community issues. Then they spent consider-
able time framing their ideas in a way that would
positively inspire innovative thinking while engag-
ing a whole system perspective. At the beginning of
each Summit, members of the steering committee
presented in some detail the theme and the process
for its creation, giving participants a transparent
awareness of the inclusive nature of the proceed-
ings.
Second, the first major activity at each Summit
included a similar paired-interviewing process,
where participants shared memories of their best
experiences in the Navy. As people heard remark-
able stories of successes and high-point experi-
ences, they became more aware of the communi-
ty's capacity to cooperate or work in effective
teams. With these concepts in mind, they engaged
in an exercise to search for the root causes of
success, where they identified the factors that are
active when the community or people in it are most
engaged and alive with energy. Specifically, these
were factors most related to organization strengths
and capabilities. As the participants at the IP Sum-
mit shared and listened to stories, they mutually
validated and affirmed each other's experiences,
contributions, and expertise.
Listening and working together in this way in-
stills confidence and a sense of efficacy in relation
to the whole system. Individuals are attracted to
this dynamic, which not only provides them with a
heightened sense of camaraderie or collegiality
but also gives participants a sense of belief in the
capacity of the organization.
Communal Conviction
The arousal of communal conviction refers to forms
of engagement that build a sense of commitment to
the organization and its future well-being. As Sum-
mit participants experience the whole, they as-
sume an increased ownership for shaping their
organization. Individuals' willingness and com-
mitment to engage actively with others then con-
tribute to the system's cooperative capacity and
overall mission. A democratic dynamic invites par-
ticipants to engage willingly in dialogic conversa-
tion about substantive, meaningful issues. More-
over, the process is intended to extend active
participation in community affairs well beyond the
Summit.
In the IP Community Summits, the early sharing
of success stories and examples of organization
capacity was designed to enhance a willingness to
engage. The process progressed from paired con-
versations about strengths and wishes for the
future to the development of shared themes and
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common ideals, which were expressed through
representations of the community's Positive Core.
Through these interactions, all participants had a
chance to express their stories, and the community
heard, considered, and factored in every perspec-
tive during the dialogue. Seeing that one's contri-
butions have an influence on actual outcomes in-
vites greater commitment to ensuring that those
outcomes are fully realized.
The intention to build communal conviction is
incorporated into other facets of the Summit as
well. For example, during the Opportunity Map
building exercise, participants openly brain-
stormed all actionable ideas and thematically
clustered them on a large visual display. They
then visually registered their votes as to the rele-
vance of particular clusters. The process incorpo-
rates and connects everyone's ideas, demonstrat-
ing convergence of thinking or energy among
pockets of individuals in the community. Few, if
any, ideas or perspectives are left out. This process
is important, because when people see that their
ideas are being taken seriously, they are more
likely to feel the community, they experience a
stronger sense of efficacy and competence, and,
consequently, they are more likely to "willingly
engage with others and to take seriously their
membership commitment to being true partici-
pants in discussions of consequence."^^
Evidence for the surge in communal conviction is
expressed to the extent that participants willingly
commit to participate in post-Summit action teams.
In the Navy case, based on the clusters repre-
sented on the Opportunity Map in each Summit,
the IP Community sponsor proposed themes for the
formation of post-Summit groups. After a discus-
sion and some modification to these proposals.
Summit participants then voted with their feet to
choose which action team they would like to join.
At both Summits, nearly every participant chose to
continue involvement by engaging in a group.
Next, the teams began a process of self-organizing.
First, they drafted bold aspiration statements, stated
in the present tense. Then they created specific goals
and objectives for fulfilling these aspirations. Fi-
nally, they created action plans with refined tasks
to be completed within specific time parameters.
In addition, the Summit design allowed the
larger system to give group-level guidance
throughout the development of action agendas. At
each step of the process, the action teams received
feedback from the larger community about the
quality of their work and its relevance to the sys-
tem. For example, every time an action team pre-
sented an interim report of its work, community
members were invited to quickly contribute feed-
back in a visual vote by raising a green, yellow, or
red card, indicating positive support (i.e., move
forward as planned), tentative concern (i.e., it's a
good idea, but there are some questions), or seri-
ous concern (i.e., project is not actionable enough,
serious resources will be needed, etc.). The vote
always produced lively conversation, and mem-
bers of the community were encouraged to follow
up by providing specific feedback through side
conversations or in writing. This interaction be-
tween group and community allowed for collective
ownership of all work done within the system.
Implications for Democratic Organizing
This article illustrates several lessons about the
potential of democratic organizing. First, manag-
ers can use democratic processes like Appreciative
Inquiry to engage stakeholder groups across vast
organization systems, where they include as many
perspectives as possible in the circle of strategy.
Managers applying the AI approach understand
that it is not a passive process of idea collection
and sharing. Rather, this process moves organiza-
tions toward collectively held images of the future.
Through participation in an AI Summit, managers
and organization members together define and
create change around a particular strategic objec-
tive. In the process, they create stronger collegial
ties, deeper conviction to carry out important plans,
and a shared understanding of change objectives.
Second, the Summit design creates spaces that
intrinsically motivate people to assume more task
responsibility for the incorporation of change. The
democratic organizing principles outlined herein
promote self-organizing, which develops the lead-
ership capability of members throughout an organ-
ization. Through this process of self-organization,
leaders in the command structure enable all stake-
holders to take responsibility for shaping the fu-
ture, rather than simply asking for input and
buy-in around strategic propositions.
Third, the space created in a Summit fosters or-
ganization learning. For instance, in the Discovery
phase, personal stories are examined for underly-
ing success factors, and the entire community sum-
marizes the most common elements across all the
stories. Participants are always struck with the
common issues, hopes, and concerns that arise
from strangers or from differing parts and levels of
the system. In a command and control environ-
ment, some learning occurs prior to a decision,
usually in a select group of trusted advisors and
experts. After that, most other people are engaged
in processes of advocating and defending the orig-
inal decision. Little, if any, learning occurs in
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spaces occupied with defending and advocating
agendas. The Summit described in this article cre-
ates opportunities for continuous learning, where
there simply is no need to advocate and defend.
Rather, teams engage with the total community in
presenting their ideas in progress, and they re-
ceive specific feedback to further their thinking
and planning. Participants have multiple opportu-
nities to offer comments on proposed actions, to
express what they find most attractive and impor-
tant about what they observe, and to add to or
strengthen any idea or plan. There is never any
definitive vote-taking to decide whether a team
should implement its ideas but rather vote-taking
to poll overall group sentiment. This relationship
between the organization and groups enhances
the level of collective awareness about the inter-
connectedness of the parts and whole.
Finally, as we have illustrated in the case study,
the use of the AI Summit approach in an environ-
ment with a strong command and control structure
is an especially powerful illustration of the poten-
tial of democracy in the workplace. Though the
structure of a Summit is decentralized, the intent is
not to permanently alter formal organization struc-
ture. Rather, the Summit creates and strengthens
informal ties across organizations. The use of dia-
logue and inquiry as an organizing form invites
ownership and commitment by drawing in multi-
ple stakeholder groups to transform strategically
chosen aspects of the organization. Thus, the AI
Summit represents a communal atmosphere where
the temporary suspension of normal organization
structure allows for the accomplishment of signif-
icant, empowered strategic work.
Limitations
These points raise questions about the potential
limitations of an AI Summit as an organizational
development method. The Summit approach is in-
tended to invoke large-scale democratic processes.
A Summit is not simply for the sake of bringing
voices together to brainstorm and pass ideas up
the chain of command. Managers who use the
Summit merely to mine ideas from employees do
not fully honor the organizational knowledge and
intuition of participants nor empower them to
make significant change. Therefore, in a sense
they invalidate the Summit experience and could
cause increased resistance to future efforts at in-
volving more stakeholders. Leaders should not
hold a Summit if they fundamentally do not wish to
expand the involvement, participation, and discre-
tion of employees.
In addition, some managers might perceive the
AI approach as a one-size-fits-all process. We be-
lieve, however, that its application should be
adapted to the unique circumstances of every con-
text.^ ^ For instance, the AI Summit would not be
appropriate for use in front-line combat situations
where command and control structures appropri-
ately take precedence. However, the principles of
dialogue and the sharing of information, even in
complex wartime-like situations, may provide a
legitimate path toward determining strategic di-
rection, especially when it is important to incorpo-
rate as broad a perspective as possible.
Moreover, AI should be considered as much a
philosophical approach as a specific organiza-
tional development method. Summits are particu-
larly suited for questions of change that affect and
need to involve entire social or organizational sys-
tems. A Summit is best suited for situations where
organizations have any of the following intentions:
(1) to accelerate planning, decision-making, and
innovation; (2) to radically shift, inspire, or gener-
ate new visions for future organizational action;
(3) to forge mergers, alliances, and partnerships
across entire systems; or (4) to design or build mo-
mentum for a new organization or a new initia-
tive.36 The Summits used in the present case study
address issues that span stakeholder interests and
key strategic topics such as vision, mission, or core
values. When it is desirable to engage large num-
bers of organization members in a meaningful way,
the AI Summit approach is generally appropriate.
Finally, lack of follow-up, monitoring, and atten-
tion to the group initiatives created in the Summit
may easily disengage participants from their
project teams and long-term progress. Because the
AI Summit is a temporarily organized space to
generate ideas and energy to begin the process of
changing organizational procedures and prac-
tices, a short-lived Summit experience may in fact
discourage organization members from truly par-
ticipating in post-Summit work groups. Indeed, we
have observed half-hearted efforts in organiza-
tions where follow-up is minimal and not rein-
forced through regular contact and continuous re-
engagement with the whole system. As shown in
the Navy's IP Community, however, follow-up and
continuity were essential to producing successful
projects prior to the second IP Summit.
The Lasting Ethos of the Summit
The Appreciative Inquiry Summit invites every at-
tendee into the strategic center of the organization.
It is in the experience of being in the circle of
strategy at the Summit that participants may sense
the whole of the system with all its complexities.
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The remarkable observation is that with this view,
everyone is drawn in to consider the whole, to feel
more responsible for total system outcomes, and to
volunteer their personal time and energy to im-
prove the future.
When organization members return to their daily
routines, the ethos of the Summit remains in the
way they engage and converse with each other.
With the resumption of command and control
structure, they now appreciate and value the total
organization system, including aspects of com-
mand and control. Our experience in organizations
with strong hierarchical command and control
structures has shown us that while Summit partic-
ipants engage in active dialogue and work across
organizational levels and functional boundaries,
they come to recognize and respect the structural
roles within the hierarchy. At the conclusion of a
Summit, organization members resume their posi-
tions with a deepened respect for the resilience
that the organization structure can offer. The Sum-
mit (re)connects people with each other, and it pro-
vides organization members with a stronger sense
of purpose. These factors feed commitment to
achieve bold aspirations through cooperation
across all types of boundaries and barriers. The
mechanisms described in this article reflect an
ethos that extends beyond typical participation in
organizations, one that draws an ever-increasing
number of organization members into the circle of
strategy.
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